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What are eating disorders?

A person has an eating disorder when their attitudes to food, weight, body 
size or shape lead to marked changes in their eating or exercise behaviours, 
which interfere with their life and relationships.  Eating and exercise behaviours 
that people with eating disorders may engage in include: dieting, fasting, over-
exercising, using slimming pills, diuretics, laxatives, vomiting, or binge eating 
(consumption of an unusually large amount of food accompanied by a sense 
of loss of control).

Eating disorders are not just about food and weight. They are also not about 
vanity or will-power. Eating disorders are serious and potentially life 
threatening mental illnesses, in which a person experiences severe 
disturbances in eating and exercise behaviours because of distortions in 
thoughts and emotions, especially those relating to body image or feelings 
of self-worth. People in all age groups, genders and socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds can be affected by eating disorders. A person with 
an eating disorder can be underweight, within a healthy weight range, or 
overweight. 

There are four different types of eating disorders: anorexia nervosa, bulimia 
nervosa, binge eating disorder and ‘eating disorders not otherwise specified’ 
(EDNOS). If the person you are helping is underweight and using extreme 
weight-loss strategies, they may have anorexia. If the person is engaging 
in binge eating followed by extreme weight-loss strategies, they may have 
bulimia. Although by definition, a person with anorexia is underweight, a 
person with bulimia can be slightly underweight, within a healthy weight 
range, or overweight. 

If the person regularly eats an unusually large amount of food in a short 
period of time, accompanied by a sense of loss of control over their eating, 
but does not use extreme weight-loss strategies to compensate, they may 
have binge eating disorder. People with binge eating disorder may be within 
a healthy weight range or overweight.

If the person does not fit the description of anorexia, bulimia or binge eating 
disorder, but their attitude to food, weight, body size or shape is seriously 
interfering with their life, they may have EDNOS. Some examples of EDNOS 
include when the person is using extreme weight-loss strategies but does 
not have the very low body weight of a person with anorexia, or when the 
person has infrequent episodes of binge eating or vomiting.

How can I tell if someone has an eating disorder?
You may not be able to tell if the person has an eating disorder based simply 
on their appearance. So it is important to know the warning signs, which 
include behavioural, physical and psychological signs.
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Warning signs of a developing eating disorder

Behavioural warning signs

Physical warning signs

Psychological warning signs

What are the risks associated with eating 
disorders?

Suicidal 
thoughts and behaviours: first aid guidelines.

!e need for early intervention

Approaching someone who 
may have an eating disorder
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Some warning signs may be difficult to detect
!is is because the person: 

o"en occur in secret
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How should I approach the person?

What if I don’t feel comfortable talking 
to the person?

What should I say?

How will the person react?

What if the person reacts negatively?

Getting professional help

3.

Things to avoid
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What if the person doesn’t want help?

How can I continue to
be supportive?

Offer ongoing support to the person

Give the person hope for recovery

What isn’t helpful?

Eating disorders in children 
and young people

In an emergency
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All MHFA guidelines can be downloaded from www.mhfa.com.au

Purpose of these Guidelines

Development of these Guidelines

Eating Disorders:

How to use these Guidelines

Eating disorders: first aid guidelines.

Professor Tony Jorm, Orygen Youth Health Research Centre 
Locked Bag 10, Parkville VIC 3052 Australia 
email:  ajorm@unimelb.edu.au
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If you are a parent concerned about 
your child 

If you are an adult concerned about a 
child

If you are a young person 
concerned about a friend 


